to the so-called twelfth-century renaissance, and to the desire of lay Christians to learn more about their religion. In response, churchmen and theologians began to look for ways of involving the laity in the practice of their faith, ideas that were cemented in the decrees of the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215.2
There are also what we might call technical reasons for the relative lack of interest in the commandments in the earlier Middle Ages. In the monasteries and in the early cathedral schools the study of the Bible began with the Psalms and the Epistles of Paul. Paul's preceptual theology was difficult, and he seemed, if anything, to minimise the place of the Old Law in Christian belief. His saying that 'the letter kills but the spirit gives life' (2 Cor. 3:6) seemed to imply that the words of Jesus in the Gospels had made anything the Old Testament had to offer redundant: Christianity was the age of the life-giving spirit, and it had done away with the deadening letter of the Law. The Psalms, on the other hand, were the ubiquitous Old Testament text, especially for monastic life; and here the difficulty was to explain how they might be important in a Christian context. The solution to this problem was to interpret them not literally, but according to the various spiritual senses of Scripture-so that typology or allegory could be used to show that the Hebrew Bible pre-figured or supported the Christian message, even before the coming of Christ. Before the twelfth century, the prevalent fashion in biblical interpretation was to emphasise such spiritual interpretations; and for this sort of reading, the commandments make a very poor text. For whereas some apparently literal Old Testament narrative-the Song of Songs is the prime example-was susceptible to a spiritual interpretation, it was really not clear that the commandments could be better understood using these spiritual tools. On the whole, they were simply too practical: firmly rooted as they are in the literal world, the commandments were just not attractive to sophisticated exegetes, and they were neglected in comparison to other biblical passages.
But in the twelfth-century schools, the literal and historical meanings of the Bible came into greater prominence-a development at least partly fuelled by the interests of Master Hugh and the school he directed at the abbey of St. Victor in Paris. Hugh taught that it was important not to rush straight to the spiritual senses of the text before you had first thoroughly understood the literal meaning, because the literal sense provided the foundation on which
